given way to a discourse of 'promoting race equality and embracing diversity'.
Introduction
It is axiomatic that the optimism which greeted New Labour's rise to power has now significantly diminished. In areas such as asylum and immigration, terrorism control, criminal justice, and 'community cohesion', there has been a cumulative abjuration of core elements of New Labour policies (Amin 2002; Back et al. 2002; Bowling and Phillips 2002; Alexander 2004; Schuster and Solomos 2004; Burchardt 2005; Phillips 2005 ). In the race arena, New Labour's aspirations were first exercised when it established a public inquiry into the police investigation of Stephen Lawrence's racist murder. Following the barren years of the Conservative administration, the subsequent Macpherson Report (1999) acted as a catalyst for change. The Lawrence Inquiry team's indictment of institutional racism laid at the door of the police service and other pillars of the establishment was regarded by many commentators as a 'watershed' and 'benchmark' in British race relations (Brah 1996; Bourne 2001) . Perhaps even criminal justice professionals and academics were partially swayed by the seeming consensus of public and political opinion that castigated the police for their incompetence and endemic racism.
While the subsequent reform programme offered promise, it would be rose-tinted retrospection not to acknowledge a well-honed cynicism about the likelihood of real change, a concern that eliminating institutional racism might only be the political flavour of the moment, whilst the threat of backlash was (as ever) omnipresent (Dennis, Erdos and Al-Shahi 2000) . New Labour's response to the Macpherson Report (1999) was a myriad of policy proposals of which the centrepiece was the Race Relations (Amendment) Act 2000 (Home Office 1999). As was the case with the earlier Scarman Report (1981) on the policing of black communities, the employment practices of criminal 1 justice agencies were held up for criticism, with particular concern expressed about the relatively low proportion of minority ethnic staff employed by the police service. In the subsequent Home Secretary's Action Plan (1999) , there was an explicit managerialist focus on increasing the recruitment of minority ethnic staff to reflect local or national populations, with further targets set to improve the retention and progression of minority ethnic staff in the criminal justice services.
The assumption was that the police and other criminal justice services needed to better reflect their multi-ethnic and multi-cultural local communities. This would increase their legitimacy and, with more minority ethnic officers, reduce stereotypical and biased behaviour against minority ethnic individuals 2 (Home Office 1999).
Alongside this there has been a mushrooming of minority professional associations set up in response to the negative experiences of minority practitioners who have faced marginalisation, discrimination, and sometimes victimisation in the police, crown prosecution, probation, and prison services 3 .
The National Black Police Association, the National Black Crown Prosecutors' Plan. For some of the minority professional associations, their mission extends 2 beyond these internal activities to a concern with improving service delivery for minority ethnic individuals and communities as 'users' (victims, witnesses, suspects, defendants and prisoners) of criminal justice services (see Phillips forthcoming).
At first sight these organisations -most of whom have adopted 'black' in their name and membership criteria -appear to be signalling a re-emergence and heralding of the collective black political identity, formerly buried (at least theoretically) in the early 1990s, but resurrected in the early 21 st century to challenge racism within the criminal justice professions.
Reflecting on Alexander (2002) who has charted the demise of the hegemony of the "old" black political project in favour of the "new" politics of difference within the academy, this paper presents an empirical picture of an uncertain black political alliance in the form of black and minority professional associations in the criminal justice field, six years on from the pivotal Macpherson Report (1999).
Whilst many of the organisations included in this small-scale study rode on the wave of optimism engendered by the Lawrence Inquiry, the current political climate is one in which the term 'institutional racism' has all but disappeared from government policy statements. New Labour has seemingly misplaced its anti-racist credentials -if it can ever be claimed that it had them -and now its objective is to promote race equality, a more liberal and less politically controversial policy goal.
The New Labour policy landscape is one in which the language of promoting race equality, championing diversity, and reducing social exclusion prevails.
The research on which this paper draws is based on in-depth interviews with Challenges to the validity of a black political alliance were most vociferously voiced by Modood (1988 Modood ( , 1994 who vehemently rejected the term 'black' as an essentialist construct, claiming that its use was coercive and harmful to 'Asians' (Modood 1988: 403) . His argument rested on an assumption that blackness operated largely as a descriptive rather than a political device. For it to function in the latter sense, according to Modood, it required a neutrality which it simply did not possess; a positive black identity was almost exclusively rooted in African but not South Asian heritages. For Asians to consider themselves as black required them to "adopt an identity false to their own being", which would militate against their engaging in meaningful political struggle (Modood 1988: 402) . Thus, those of South Asian origin could only ever become "secondary or ambiguous blacks" who effectively had to accept the leadership of those of African heritage in any political campaign (Modood 1988: 399 (2000) work too has expressed concern about the silencing of Asian voices and forms of resistance centred on language, cultural traditions, historical background, gender and class.
In the parallel universe of the academy, anti-essentialism and the 'fetishization of marginality' (Alexander 2002: 566) Essentialisms, according to Spivak (1990: 51) act not as descriptors, but "as something that one must adopt to produce a critique of anything". These theoretical concerns are mirrored in the policy context as minority professional associations in the criminal justice services consider how best to organise politically as a racialized collectivity in order to resist occupational racism.
Race/colour: a marker for inclusion and exclusion?
In the current research, with the exception of the National Association of Asian Probation Staff, the naming of the professional association and establishment of its membership criteria had been a fraught exercise and the subject of painful and prolonged debate. Only the Home Office Network (formerly Ethnic Minority Network) and the prison service's professional association (Respect) had decided against a term which included a politicised racial or ethnic referent.
The other professional associations whose members came from the police, crown prosecution, and probation services had all adopted the black platform as their preferred organising strategy. The exclusionary potential of black (particularly 7 for those of Asian heritage) was weighed against the appeal of a term which could stand on its own and be recognised as a powerful political force. The use of black as a political category was grounded in an oppositional stance against historical and contemporary forms of racism within criminal justice institutions and wider society. These were regarded as simultaneously affecting black and Asian professionals. However, many interviewees' comments revealed that either explicitly or implicitly they were primarily referring to racialized forms of discrimination as justification for the use of the term black. This is demonstrated in the following two quotes by interviewees of African and African-Caribbean origin respectively who in their interviews readily acknowledged the problems associated with the term black:
…within the black groups you will have ethnicity, we are one race but we have different ethnic groupings within us…Well black is a colour. We are talking colour here. That is where the distinction is drawn really.
we have never said Asian people have the same needs as us,
what we have said is we all, because of where we come from and the colour of our skin, suffer racism. And that for us is the main focus…we can look at our differences, celebrate them, and work together in that sense. But in terms of working with the establishment i.e. the criminal justice system we felt that was the platform to hang things on… I just think that Europeans are very good at that whole divide and rule. And I think as Africans 8 and Asians we know this but we still allow them to get away with it.
The extreme racist standard or what was labelled by one interviewee as the 'Combat 18 criteria' -'At the end of the day people don't think today I am going to throw a brick at somebody who looks African-Caribbean but not at somebody who is Asian' -was also cited as the basis for deciding membership. This assumed a crude black/white dualism in which black constituted every ethnic heritage which through visual identification could not be claimed as white, Northern European.
Unity, at least against racism, was assumed among all 'other than white' individuals, regardless of the diversity of individuals who might constitute the membership. At one level, of course, this position accepts that racism in society may be absolute and without regard to ethnic, cultural and regional variations. For Modood (1988: 397-8), however, this position is untenable since:
If anti-racists borrow the racists' classifications in order to defeat racism… then however successful or not they may be as an interest group they will have lost…the ideal of a multi-racial society for a model of society as composed of two and only two 'races' which for the foreseeable future must live in conflict. 
Changing times: the political currency of 'Black and Asian'
The detractors to the use of black in the name and membership criteria of professional associations were not only those representatives from the National Association of Asian Probation Staff. More broadly there was a recognition of 'changing times', heightened in policy circles through the Census' identification of the 'mixed race' group, the influx of Eastern European migrants, and the groundswell of public and political antipathy towards asylum seekers and refugees.
Comments such as 'it no longer holds as well as it did', 'I think that it is a term that…we are going to have to debate again and again and again …', '…do we really need to use that term, is it really relevant…?' were relatively commonplace among interviewees.
Accounts by some South Asian interviewees echoed the claims of Modood (1988 Modood ( , 1994 Asian participants it is impossible to assess whether these instances were regarded as exclusionary in any way or simply reflecting the cultures of the majority of attendees.
Taken together, these accounts clearly reveal that the concept of political blackness is still a somewhat contested and fragile notion, but nonetheless one that persists (see also Housee and Sharma 1999; Sudbury 2001) . Blackness operates to signify a common unity which is perceived to exist among quite disparate groups, sometimes even those categorised as white but subjected to discrimination along the lines of ethnicity, language, religion or some other cultural symbol. It endures as a political signifier in large part because there is not a viable alternative for marginalized groups who wish to collectively resist racism. Indeed, for a small number of interviewees the use of the term black was purely pragmatic or occurred by default. This, from an interviewee who referred to himself as a black man of Indian origin:
So you had this term 'Black and Asian' but when you took black....black is not a geographic term, whereas Asian is geographic. Doesn't make sense. So we looked at it and you could have a name of everybody's countries where people come from but of course you would have a very lengthy name [laughs] . But what we were looking at was the common and shared experiences of people of colour. And the best definition that we could come up with which was all-encompassing was black…. As long as it is a description of experience rather than 14 colour it was easier for us to deal with.
The most descriptive option, given their relative numerical dominance among the minority population in Britain, and following alphabetical convention (Modood 1994 ) would be to name these professional associations as 'Asian and Black'. However, whilst this may reflect the contemporary (and official) labels attached to these internally diverse groups, it has the drawback of excluding other minorities by being even more specific. It also dissociates itself from a discourse of 
Biting the hand that feeds: 'critical friend' or the management of criticism?
There is a sense of déjà vu engendered from the above discussion of a black political identity and this is similarly invoked around the question of accountability.
In the context of the current research this concerned financial accountability and the politics of funding. As was the case with many community-focused I don't think that that has been out of choice. I think it has been more out of necessity and the desire to demonstrate that they are doing something in relation to the Lawrence report and so forth. I think it is about, well we need to do it… we are going to be judged on it, and if we don't do it we are going to look silly…
The dilemma of state funding was one that the minority professional associations in the current study were acutely attuned to. The danger of becoming a 'management tool' was the subject of continuous and sometimes heated debate 17
as the following extracts demonstrate:
we have had ex number of arguments at AGM about whether we should take funding… whether that means we are taking the King's shilling... And in some ways it does mean that and it does result in a diminishing of what you can do. How you can say it.
…You can begin to rely on it. And although the amount we get… is small... nevertheless it is now enough that if it were taken away we would be struggling...
And we are forced into thinking do we follow them and do as they bid so to speak … or do we go back for our interdependence which we risk going back to being a grass roots The term 'critical friend' was used by one interviewee to describe the role of minority professional associations, with interviewees tending to claim that they were able to maintain a critical distance from their employers and funders.
However, there was an acceptance that their style of working might be less confrontational leading them to seek redress internally first, because of the funding arrangements. A particular restriction on associations was the requirement to adhere to various bureaucratic procedures. This was seen as detracting from the needs of members and wider black communities. To give an example, in the case of one professional association, conference costs had been met in full by a criminal justice service but because of complex procurement arrangements this prevented the use of a black community centre as a venue. A disproportionately heavy focus on meeting the national objectives in the service's business plan was also regarded as another way of stifling independence and dictating association's work agenda with priorities set which might not correspond with members' priorities. And it keeps some people in post and in power.
Where additional independent funding had been secured, for example by the Metropolitan Black Police Association, there was a feeling that this increased the extent to which the association was accountable to its members and also galvanised members into demonstrating a more active political commitment.
The political constraints brought about by state funding was also acknowledged by one of the senior officials interviewed for the research. However, in their view it was the former interpretation of open government and freedom to criticise which determined the nature of the funding relationship:
I have tried to steer this organisation on the path where we do not compromise on the freedom of our staff associations. They are responsible for their conferences. They determine who they want to address them. They can say whatever they feel needs to be said... I see a strength of staff association in their ability to be able at any time to provide that critical feedback. One that is uncomfortable. If it needs to be but I would wish for... demonstrates that this work is becoming no less vital.
